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9 Things You Should Know Before Your Next 

Phone Interview 

If you’ve spent any time in the job market in recent years, you know 

phone interviews play a big role in today’s job search process. The era of 

having your first interview in the company’s human resources office is over 

for most of us. The higher you climb on the corporate ladder the greater the 

variety of interview formats and the more likely you’ll be screened by a 

number of different people, from outside recruiters, HR reps, potential 

peers, and your potential boss, to other managers and executives within the 

company. Most of the time, it all starts on the phone. 

How to Pass the Phone Screen with Flying Colors 

 Answer all calls in a professional manner. 

 Record a businesslike voicemail message for incoming calls. 

 Remain professional. 

 Stand up to make the call. 

 Smile and show your personality. 

 Speak clearly and enunciate. 

 Have your resume on hand and prepare to take notes. 

 Don’t get pinned down on salary. 

 Thank the recruiter for calling. 

Preparation is the key to getting past the initial phone screen and into the 

room with decision-makers. In a 2014 article published by the Society for 

Human Resource Management, one HR manager shared that his company 

disqualifies “approximately 75 percent of candidates based on the initial 
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phone screen.”1 But there’s a lot you can do to improve the odds that you 

won’t be one of them. 

Once you’ve posted your well-crafted, attention-grabbing resume on job 

boards or submitted it directly to the companies you’re targeting, you can 

expect phone calls from recruiters or human resources representatives. (If 

you’re not getting calls you need to reassess where you’re posting and how 

your resume reads. It’s not too late to recalibrate.) The phone screen serves 

to verify that you’re as good for the position as you appear to be on paper. 

Too often potential candidates exaggerate their experience, aren’t able to 

articulate their strengths in an interview situation, or lack the necessary 

social skills to connect with decision-makers. The initial phone 

conversation weeds out candidates who fall short of the promises made by 

their resumes.  

Since outside recruiters are evaluated and compensated based on how 

quickly they fill openings, they want to submit a winner. In-house human 

resources representatives are under just as much pressure to fill a position 

with the best possible candidate in the shortest possible timeframe. When 

you receive a recruiting phone call, the person on the other end is hoping to 

talk to someone who has what it takes to satisfy the hiring manager’s 

requirements. If they feel good about your performance on this phone call 

and your responses indicate you’re a solid match, they’ll move you on to the 

next phase. 

                         
1  Tyler, Kathryn. “Be Well-Prepared to Pre-Screen Applicants by Telephone. Http://www.shrm.org/publications/hrmagazine/editorialcontent/2014/0414/pages/0414-telephone-

interviews.aspx. April 1, 2014. Accessed December 13, 2015. 
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When you’re actively 

searching for a new job 

and expecting recruiters to 

call, you should always 

answer the phone in a 

professional manner, just 

as you would in the office. 

Be especially vigilant if the 

call is from an unknown 

number or a number you 

don’t recognize.  

 

 

—————  • ———————    

Your resume opens 

the door for a 

conversation. 

The interview lands 

the job. 

—————  • ———————    

 

When you take an incoming call, simply state your first and last names as 

you would in the office. “This is Yvette Gavin.” But use your own name! 

With everything you have going on it’s easy to get caught off guard and 

answer a call too casually or even inappropriately when you’re not prepared 

for it. While a professional phone demeanor is a must, I recommend you go 

a step farther and let every call that comes from a number you don’t 

recognize go to voicemail. Of course, your voicemail message should sound 

businesslike. No slow jams or music of any kind. No kids singing cute 

songs. No barking dog or romantic messages with your sweetheart. A 

simple confirmation of who the caller has reached is best.  

When you get a voicemail notification, check it right away. Then take a 

moment to compose yourself. Make sure you have a positive attitude. If 

you’re feeling stressed, rushed, or distracted, this is your chance to 

recalibrate your mental state and bring out your best self so you can make 
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the right impression. Your mindset will come through clearly over the 

phone, and it matters. 

Before you punch up that number, make sure you’re in an environment 

you can control. You do not want to ask a recruiter to hold for a minute 

while you yell at your children to stop slamming doors or wait for the 

lawnmower outside your window to stop running. Grab your resume and a 

pad and pen to jot down notes or get the recruiter’s contact information. 

Now you’re ready to return that call.  

Making the Call 

Recruiters typically have a lot of candidates to contact, so return the call 

as soon as you can. Call the recruiter from a quiet space with your most 

professional, engaging persona on display. Forget about sitting at the 

kitchen table. Stand while you’re making the call. You’ll have more energy 

and confidence than when you’re seated, and that comes across in your 

voice. This is especially important for women because standing helps your 

voice project with more strength. Remember the person on the other end of 

the call can’t judge you on body language, attire, or appearance. Beyond the 

quality of your answers, your personality and voice are your only ways to 

distinguish yourself. 

It’s helpful if you can stand in front of a mirror to keep an eye on your 

expressions. I usually do phone interviews in front of my bathroom mirror. 

I have my resume and notepad on the counter and glance at my reflection 

periodically to make sure I’m projecting a friendly demeanor. It’s easy to 

take on a serious tone when you’re talking about work, but you want to 

maintain good posture and smile throughout the phone interview. The 
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warmth you display will come through in your voice and make it easier for 

the recruiter to connect with you. 

Do your best to neutralize any accent or speech quirk you may have. I’m 

from a small town in the South, and I have to moderate my accent when 

I’m in a professional setting, especially in the interview process. People do 

have biases against certain regions, ethnicities, and other differences that 

your voice or speech pattern may reflect. For instance, I’m aware that 

people with Southern accents are sometimes stereotyped as ignorant or 

racist, so I don’t want the recruiter to get Georgia as soon as I open my 

mouth. I’d prefer that recruiters hear how my experience is a perfect match 

for the position before making other judgments about me. Of course, this is 

less important if the job is in a Southern state, but I still use my most 

neutral, professional voice. 

On the other hand, I’m fairly sure that anyone who talks to me on the 

phone will identify me as African American. That’s not something I try to 

hide. Instead, I make sure I sound like an African American professional. 

I’ve seen talented people struggle to advance because they used slang or 

some local dialect in the workplace. In a previous job, for example, I 

worked with a contractor who applied over and over for a full-time position 

within the company she was contracted to work with. They rejected her 

every time. Her performance was good enough to keep her on as a 

contractor, but her English had such a street edge they wouldn’t seriously 

consider her as someone who’d represent the company as a full-time 

employee.  

This wasn’t a case of racism in the workplace. They didn’t decline to bring 

her on as a full-time employee because she was African American. They 
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turned her down because she talked like she was hanging out with her 

friends, not working in a professional environment. Leave the slang at 

home. Practice as much as you need to, but learn to speak like the 

corporate success story you plan to become. 

If English is your second language and you have a heavy accent that 

native English speakers sometimes struggle to understand, consider getting 

some accent modification training. This isn’t about erasing your culture. 

This is about giving yourself the best possible chance to land your dream 

job and earn the salary you desire. I’m telling you this as someone who has 

been in the hiring manager’s seat and had to turn down candidates for just 

this reason. 

In one instance, I conducted a phone interview with a woman named 

Charlotte. When she came on the line I was surprised to hear a heavy East 

Asian accent. Although she had the right qualifications on paper I couldn’t 

offer her the job because I couldn’t understand much of what she said. I 

couldn’t ask my team to work alongside someone who couldn’t effectively 

collaborate with them because of an accent barrier.  

No matter what your first language or where you’re from, speak clearly. 

Enunciate your words, and if there are certain words you struggle with 

pronouncing, think of some synonyms and use them instead. The quality of 

your speech should reflect how bright, experienced, and right for the job 

you are and leave a recruiter impressed with your professionalism. 

Finally, if you reach voicemail when you return the recruiter’s call, leave a 

clear and concise message including your name, phone number, and 

reference to the fact that you’re responding to a message you received from 

him or her. 
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Questions to Expect on a Phone Interview 

In these initial conversations with recruiters and HR reps, expect general 

questions to confirm the information on your resume. They’ll also want to 

get a fix on your personality and an idea of whether or not you’d be a fit for 

the company culture. A recruiter isn’t likely to have specific knowledge 

about the job you’re applying for, but she may ask a few position-specific 

questions suggested by the hiring manager. Every recruiter wants to find 

the superstar candidate, the person who can land the job, so give them 

every reason to believe you’re the one. Answer the questions to the best of 

your ability, and let your personality shine through. 

What kind of salary are you looking for? 

If you’ve done your research, you know how much the job you’re 

interested in typically pays, but that doesn’t mean you should answer this 

question. Recruiters will try to nail you down on a salary expectation. But if 

your answer is too low you’ll lock yourself in at the bottom of the pay scale. 

If it’s too high, they’ll put your resume aside even though the company 

might be willing to raise the salary range for the right candidate. 

Instead of answering with a number, tell the recruiter you’d like to learn 

more about the role and that you’d like to have a conversation about the 

specific responsibilities before you talk about salary. However, this may be 

a good time to make it clear you’re not looking to make a lateral move. 

There’s no need to waste time if the potential salary is well below what you 

find acceptable or the job is a wrong fit.  

If the recruiter insists on getting a salary figure, provide a salary range, 

but never, never, never lock yourself in at one number. 
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What do you make in your current position? 

Again, do not let the recruiter force you into giving a specific number. You 

might say, “I earn market value for my current position as a _________.” 

You can also give a range, but when you do, make sure you factor in all the 

benefits that come with your job. This might include vacation time, 

educational benefits, bonuses, or other extras. For instance, when I worked 

for a major airline one of the benefits was free air travel for my family and 

me. When I left the airline I had to give that up, so I factored that into the 

numbers I shared as my current salary range. 

What are you looking for in a new position? 

This question opens the door for you to share your values and 

demonstrate how you might fit into the company’s culture. It’s also meant 

to see if your goals align with what the position offers and what the hiring 

manager wants. Reference your skills and how you want to use and 

continue to develop them as well as your long-term goals and the things 

that motivate you in a job. 

Here’s an example of a solid answer to the question:  

“I’m looking for an opportunity to leverage my leadership skills in 

growing and developing highly proficient QA teams while expanding my 

knowledge of the telecommunications industry.”  

This answer covers a current strength and shows off the candidate’s 

value-add while also expressing a potential growth opportunity the position 

could offer the candidate.  
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Questions to Ask on a Phone Interview 

Asking questions demonstrates that you’re engaged and interested. It also 

shows you’re not willing to take whatever job you happen to come across. A 

recruiter doesn’t know the position the way the hiring manager will, but 

you can still ask some basic questions. Depending on who the call is with 

and what you already know, consider asking: 

 How long has the position been open? 

 What’s the reason the position is open? 

 Where is the position located? 

 What is the job description for this position? 

 What are the next steps in the process? 

If you really can’t think of a question in the moment, simply say, “I did 

have a couple of questions, but you’ve already answered them.” You’ll 

compliment the recruiter for doing her job so thoroughly, which is certainly 

better than saying, “No, I don’t have anything to ask.” 

As the recruiter wraps up the call, make sure you thank him for contacting 

you and let him know you look forward to learning more about this 

position. That last impression counts just as much as the first. 

When You’re Not Really Looking for a Job 

Once your resume is posted on job boards you may get calls even when 

you’re not actively looking. If a recruiter asks if you’re still in the job 

market, hear him out. Even when I’m very happy in my position and not in 

an active job search, I don’t shy away from recruiters’ calls.  
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When asked if I’m still interested in a career move, I say, “I’m always open 

for a conversation.” That’s because I’ve learned opportunities can appear 

when you’re not looking for them. I landed a dream position in 

telecommunications because I took the time to talk with a recruiter even 

though I wasn’t focused on changing jobs at that time. Because I remained 

open, my career took a whole new trajectory. 

Take these phone screens just as seriously as you would face-to-face 

interviews and handle them with preparedness and professionalism. The 

recruiter had a stack of resumes to go through and chose to call you. You 

made the first cut, and this phone call is your chance to win an ally who can 

push you through to the next phase. You want the recruiter to hang up the 

phone ready to recommend you and sell you to the hiring manager as her 

favorite candidate. 

 
 

 
 

 
For quick tools designed to help you land a job, check out the full version of 

Recalibrate! Navigating the Job Market with Confidence at 

www.yvettegavin.com or any major book retailer. 

http://www.yvettegavin.com/
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ABOUT YVETTE GAVIN CONSULTING 

Yvette Gavin Consulting is based in Atlanta, Georgia.  The foundational 

purpose of the firm is to teach and encourage personal growth through a 

variety of customized and highly engaging presentations, including 

keynotes, seminars, workshop, and coaching. Called the inspirational 

leader, Yvette specializes in transformational change that helps individuals 

and businesses to move from where they are to where they want to be.  

Yvette has an incredible heart for helping others achieve their dreams.  

Where her approach has proven to be successful for men and women, 

Yvette’s particular focus is on helping women grow their careers, 

businesses, and spiritual lives.  

Keynotes, Seminars, and Webinars 

 Navigating the Job Market with Confidence 

 Resume Writing 101 

 The Interview 

Coaching 

 Leadership Coaching 

 Career Coaching 

 Spiritual Growth Coaching 

Training and Consulting 

Organizational consulting focused on communication, management, and 

transformation 


